W&M ScholarWorks
Undergraduate Research Awards

William & Mary Libraries

2020

Compliments, Compliment Responses, and Gender
Sam Laveson
William & Mary, sllaveson@email.wm.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wm.edu/ugra
Part of the Gender and Sexuality Commons, and the Linguistics Commons

Recommended Citation
Laveson, Sam, "Compliments, Compliment Responses, and Gender" (2020). Undergraduate Research
Awards. 1.
https://scholarworks.wm.edu/ugra/1

This Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the William & Mary Libraries at W&M
ScholarWorks. It has been accepted for inclusion in Undergraduate Research Awards by an authorized
administrator of W&M ScholarWorks. For more information, please contact scholarworks@wm.edu.

Laveson |1

Sam Laveson
LING402: Language and Gender
Professor Cochrane
12 December 2019

Compliments, Compliment Responses, and Gender
Abstract
This paper argues that the ways cisgender men versus women tend to respond to compliments
can be related to the ways that cisgender men and women tend to give compliments in same-sex
interactions (SSIs), based on the framework of politeness. In order to construct this argument, this
paper draws on literature review, specifically works that have been authored and published by other
scholars in the field of language and gender. Many of these scholars study the giving of compliments
and the receiving of compliments, but those two concepts are often studied separately. As such, this
paper adds to the field of language and gender by linking together the giving of compliments and the
receiving of compliments. In terms of the different ways that compliments are given, some past scholars
find that women are likelier to use a more complicated syntactic pattern of complimenting (Holmes
2002); women are likelier to use first-person compliments (Herbert 1990); and women are likelier to
use “compliment intensifiers and personal referencing” than are men (Johnson et al 1992). The ways
compliments are given could explain why women are likelier to accept compliments in SSIs, whereas
men are likelier to deflect or reject compliments in SSIs (Cai 2012). This study is helpful to the general
public because it gives insights into how people of any gender, regardless of their linguistics
background or lack thereof, can give compliments that are likelier to be mutually beneficial.
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Introduction
This paper argues that the ways cisgender men versus women tend to respond to compliments
can be related to the ways that cisgender men and women tend to give compliments in same-sex
interactions (SSIs), based on the framework of politeness. I present this argument throughout a variety
of different sections. I begin by providing theoretical background on compliments, compliment
responses (CRs), and politeness. I then analyze various scholars’ works on gender variations in
compliments and CRs throughout a literature review section. Afterwards, I discuss and synthesize the
theoretical background and literature review sections to link together compliments and CRs – two
concepts that are often studied separately – under the lenses of both gender variation and politeness.
Finally, I conclude by discussing the limitations to this research and its benefits towards greater society
– such as that this research gives insights into how people of any gender, regardless of their linguistics
background or lack thereof, can give compliments that are likelier to be mutually beneficial.

Theoretical Background
Language and gender scholar Janet Holmes (1986) defines compliments under several different
criteria: compliments give credit to the person that the speaker is speaking to; compliments have an
inherent sense of goodness; and compliments create a mutual sense of positivity, and thus maintain
solidarity, between both the speaker and the addressee (Holmes 1986).
While all compliments have some intended purposes to satisfy there are several different ways
that compliments can be distinguished from one another, both syntactically and morphologically. That
said, compliments tend to be, as Robert K. Herbert (1990) notes in his paper Sex-based differences in
compliment behavior that compliments tend to be syntactically simpler than many utterances (Herbert
1990: 202). Herbert goes on to identify three common syntactic constructions of compliments, as I have
listed below:
(1) “I like NP”

(ex. “I like your hair”)

(2) “That’s a ADJ NP”

(ex. “That’s a nice jacket”)

(3) “NP is ADJ”

(ex. “Your eyes are amazingly green”)
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In the above examples of compliments, there are at least two features we can discern. One
feature is compliment intensifiers, which can manifest themselves as adverb inclusions – such as in
“amazingly green” (3) – or, as Holmes (1995) discusses, as simple word substitutions – such as with
“excellent” instead of “good”. Another feature is the use of first person (1), second person (2), and third
person (3). I particularly focus on first-person compliments later in this paper.
An aspect to note about compliments is that while compliments themselves are an important
topic of study, also important is the ways that recipients use CRs in response to the compliments they
are given. While there is not much research that has been done on the syntactic and morphological
aspects of CRs, we can instead analyze CRs based on the recipient’s interpretation. While compliment
givers generally intend to give positive, well-intentioned compliments to their recipient, compliment
recipients do not always respond positively to the compliment they are given. In fact, we see that
linguists group CRs into many different types and sub-types. Below is an illustration of Herbert’s (1990)
CR groupings:
CR type
Agreement –
Acceptance

CR sub-type
Appreciation token
Comment acceptance
Praise upgrade

Example
“Thank you”
“It’s my favorite too”
“It really does, doesn’t it?”

Agreement –
Nonacceptance

Comment history
Reassignment
Return

“I wore it on vacation”
“My sibling bought it for me”
“So is yours”

Nonagreement

Scale down
Question
Disagreement
Qualification
No acknowledgement

“It’s really quite old”
“Do you really think so?”
“I hate it”
“Well, theirs is nicer”
“Let’s talk about something else…”

Request
interpretation

“Do you wanna borrow this one?”

Figure 1: A table showing one configuration of CR types and CR sub-types (Herbert 1990)
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A different arrangement of compliment response types is shown below, this one by Ying Cai
(2012), and with examples omitted due to my inability to read Chinese characters:
Compliment response type
Explicit acceptance

Compliment response sub-type
Appreciation token
Comment acceptance
Praise upgrade
Association

Implicit acceptance

Scale down
Return
Association

Deflection

Comment history
Reassignment
Confirmation

Rejection

Disagreement
Qualification
No verbal acknowledgement
Combination
Figure 2: A table showing another configuration of CR types and CR sub-types (Cai 2012)

As figures 1 and 2 show, there are numerous ways that compliment recipients can respond to
compliments, regardless of the intent of the compliment giver. Some CRs are more positive, others are
more negative, and with others it is harder to tell how well or poorly compliments are received.
To better interpret CRs, I turn to the work of Anne Pomerantz (1978). Pomerantz explains that
compliment recipients generally try to accomplish two tasks when responding to compliments: showing
agreement with the compliment giver and avoiding self-praise (Cai 2012: 543). From table 1, we see
that CR types “Agreement – Acceptance” and “Agreement – Nonacceptance” both show agreement
with the speaker, while “Nonagreement” and “Request interpretation” do not show agreement with the
speaker. However, we also see from table 1 that while both the “Nonagreement” and “Request
interpretation” CR types avoid self-praise, many of the CR sub-types in the “Agreement – Acceptance”
and “Agreement – Nonacceptance” categories do not avoid self-praise. It seems that based on table 1,
the compliment sub-types that best show agreement with the speaker and avoid self-praise are
“Appreciation token” and “Return”.
Assuming Pomerantz’s theory holds true for all CRs, then we would never witness any CRs
outside of the agreement types. However, we do indeed witness CRs that are not of the agreement
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types. Penelope Brown and Stephen Levinson (1987) offer a theory that could explain the diversity in
CR types and sub-types. Brown and Levinson distinguish between positive face, whereby people have
“the need to be liked or admired” (Sun 2012: 214), and negative face, whereby people have “the need
not to be imposed upon” (Sun 2012: 214). Compliments could come off to compliment recipients as
exposing their negative face, if the compliment recipients disagree with any part(s) of the compliment
that they are given and feel imposed upon to respond. Hence, this face theory could explain why
compliment recipients do not always respond positively to compliments they are given, despite that
compliment givers generally intend for compliments to be received positively.

Another dimension that can be added into the study of complimenting is gender. Many scholars
have found differences in how cisgender men versus women tend to give compliments. Many scholars
have also found differences in how their cisgender men versus women subjects tend to respond to
compliments that they receive. However, there is little scholarship that links together the giving and
receiving of compliments within cisgender same-sex interactions (to be referred to as SSIs throughout
the rest of this paper), despite Herbert’s claim that compliments and compliment responses are
“obviously linked” (Herbert 1990: 202). One way to link together compliments, compliment responses,
and gender could be through the lens of politeness, which I further discuss in the “Literature Review”
section.

Literature Review
Compliments
Based on the syntactic and morphological variations in compliment giving, I examine perceived
gender variations in compliment giving. In terms of first-person complimenting or the lack thereof,
Herbert observes that, among his “corpus of 1,062 compliment events” (Herbert 990: 201) from
American English-speaking university students, “the somewhat stereotypical I love X occurs only in
women’s speech, and significantly more often in [same-sex women interactions]” (Herbert 1990: 206).
Also as far as personal references go, Johnson and Roen (1992) observe, through their examination
of 29 letters written by women graduate students and 18 letters written by men graduate students, that
the uses of first-person references in SSIs among women is, on average, 0.75 greater per letter than
the uses of first-person pronoun references in SSIs among men (Johnson and Roen 1992: 44).
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In addition to personal references, there is some research on gendered differences in uses of
compliment intensifiers. Among Johnson and Roen’s subjects, SSIs among women use, on average,
1.93 more intensifiers than SSIs among men (Johnson and Roen 1992: 41).
CRs
Based on the different categories and types of CRs, I describe perceived gender variations in
responding to compliments from both Herbert and Cai. In terms of agreement and acceptance CRs,
Herbert (1990) finds that among his subjects, the amount of agreement responses in SSIs is slightly
higher among men: 61.4% for men SSIs, and 60.3% for women SSI (Herbert 1990: 214). While there
are gendered differences in agreement responses, the differences are not that large percentage-wise.
However, Herbert notes that the CR sub-types “appreciation token” and “return” show larger gender
differences. The amount of appreciation tokens used in men SSIs (29.82%) is quite greater than the
amount used in women SSIs (10.3%) (Herbert 1990: 213). And the amount of returns used in men SSIs
(2.63%) is a lot less than the amount of returns used in women SSIs (9.09%) (Herbert 1990: 213).
Similar to Herbert, Cai finds that the women she studies more often use the explicit acceptance strategy
as CRs. To reach this finding, Cai analyzes data collected from 123 individuals – 58 men, and 65
women – providing a total of 738 responses (Cai 2012: 545).
In terms of nonagreement CRs, Herbert (1990) finds that the amount of nonagreement
responses in SSIs is higher among women: 37.6% for women SSIs, and 33.3% for men SSIs (Herbert
1990: 215). And the men that Cai studies more often used the deflection and rejection strategies as
CRs than do the women she studies (Cai 2012: 543).
A limitation with Cai’s work is that she does not specify the genders of the compliment givers
she studies, which prohibits me from knowing whether the CRs are responses given to compliment
givers of the same sex or of the opposite sex. Additionally, Cai does not provide data on gender
variations in CR sub-types. Nevertheless, it is still helpful to have compliment data from more than just
English speakers.
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Politeness
Back in one of the foundational pieces for language and gender, Language and Woman’s Place,
Robin Lakoff discusses how women’s speech tends to be a display of powerlessness, through the use
of linguistic features such as high levels of politeness (Lakoff 1975). Since then, other language and
gender scholars have come out with other research that relates gender and politeness. For example,
Penelope Brown studies gender and politeness in a Mayan village, and she conjectures that women
are more polite than men in the village because of women’s greater sensitivity to, and awareness of,
potentially performing face-threatening acts (Brown 1980). Brown also finds that the women SSIs she
studies are more polite than the interactions in which women talked to men, since the women she
studies tend to match the politeness level used by the recipient (Brown 1980).
Even beyond Brown’s research, we see other research indicating “that women tend to be more
polite than men” (Ochs 1992: 340), including among the Japanese (Uyeno 1971). While some research
has been done suggesting that men are more polite than women, such as among the Malagasy
community (Ochs 1992), it seems that women tend to be more polite than do men in SSIs in many
communities that have been studied.

Discussion/Synthesis
My argument inherently relies on two principles: men and women tend to give compliments in
different ways from each other, and men and women tend to respond to compliments in different ways
from each other. Given the underlying theoretical framework for compliments and CRs, I attempt here
to synthesize all this information.
As I explain in the “Literature Review” section, we see that among the communities studied,
women tend to use first-person references more often than do men in SSIs. First-person references
help to decrease social distance between the compliment giver and compliment recipient, which the
receiver could construe as being a more polite interaction. Also as I describe in the “Literature Review”
section, we see that among the communities studied, women tend to use compliment intensifiers more
often than do men in SSIs. Compliment intensifiers help to make compliments more special and unique,
and thus polite, to the recipient, as compliments that use intensifiers can help to elevate the recipient
over the general public.
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Politeness can also be applied to the receiving of compliments. Generally speaking, it is more
polite to show agreement (through acceptance or nonacceptance) or to show acceptance (either
explicitly or implicitly) than it is to show nonagreement, deflection, or rejection towards the compliment
giver. From Cai’s work, we see that the women Cai studies tend to be more polite, since those women
tend to use explicit acceptances strategies more than do men. And on the flipside, we see that the men
tend to use rejection and deflection strategies more often than do the women.
Using Pomerantz’s theory of CRs, we see that the politest way to respond to compliments is by
both showing agreement with the speaker and avoiding self-praise – ideals that can best be
accomplished by using Herbert’s CR sub-types of “appreciation token” and “return”. We see that among
Herbert’s subjects, men more frequently use response tokens than do women in SSIs, but women more
frequently use returns than do men in SSIs. As such, men appear to be politer based on one of the CR
sub-types, while women appear to be politer based on another one of the CR sub-types. Since it is
difficult to conclude gender variations in CR sub-types, I instead focus more on CR types.
Synthesizing politeness of both compliments and CRs between men and women SSIs, we see
that among all the subjects who are studied, women overall tend to show more politeness features,
both in the compliments they give and in the ways that they respond to compliments. For example,
when a woman gives a compliment in first person, the compliment recipient may be less likely to deflect
or reject the compliment so as to show more politeness towards what the compliment giver thinks,
rather than what the recipient might think. As another example, when a woman gives a compliment
using an intensifier, the compliment recipient might be less likely to deflect or reject the compliment so
as to not degrade what would come off as a more carefully thought-out comment on the compliment
giver’s part.
Thus, by synthesizing compliments, CRs, gender, and politeness, I have suggested that the idea
that women are more polite than men would fall in line with both the syntactic and morphological ways
they give compliments, and possibly – though less certainly – the ways that they respond to
compliments in SSIs.
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Conclusion
As the evidence demonstrates, the ways cisgender men versus women tend to give compliments
in SSIs can be related to the ways that cisgender men and women tend to respond to compliments in
SSIs. I have supported this argument through literature review, published both by language and gender
scholars and by other scholars who have established important theoretical frameworks. I show that
gender variations in compliments and gender variations in CRs have both been studied, but they are
more frequently studied separately than together. In terms of linguistics patterns in compliment giving,
I find that women are overall likelier to use women are likelier to use both first-person compliments
(Herbert 1990) and compliment intensifiers than are men (Johnson et al 1992). In terms of CRs, I find
that the ways compliments are given could explain why women are likelier to accept compliments in
SSIs, whereas men are likelier to deflect or reject compliments in SSIs (Cai 2012). Such linkages
between compliments and CRs can be created by examining gender variations in politeness, many of
which suggest that women tend to be more polite than do men.
The literature and scholarship that have been drawn upon to craft this paper do not come without
their limitations. For one thing, while it is possible that women across the globe tend to be more polite
than do men, we see that in some communities, such as the Malagasy (Ochs 1992), men are more
polite than women. As such, it is possible that if a study on compliments and CRs were done in the
Malagasy community, then we would see men more often use first-person compliments, compliment
intensifiers, and acceptance strategies than women – findings that would contradict my conclusions
here. A good future step could thus be to study politeness and gender patterns among a larger diversity
of communities of practice.
Another limitation is that the analysis of CR patterns could be more thorough and comprehensive
by including trends between men’s and women’s uses of CR sub-types. Some data on these variations
exist, but more could be greatly beneficial.
Yet another limitation of this study is that it treats gender as a binary: men as one category, and
women as a separate category. There are, however, many more genders than just those two, and
various patterns or lack thereof in compliments and CRs might exist in interactions among other
genders. To add to the scholarship of compliments and gender, it could help to include interactions
among transgender individuals.
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Finally, it is important to consider how this research could be beneficial towards society. In terms
of politeness specifically, Holmes mentions that the ways women express politeness could be
especially valuable in workplaces and classrooms (Holmes 1995). Indeed, while the workplace and
classroom are by no means the only two settings where compliments are given and received, they are
two settings where compliments would ideally be both given and positively received: teachers
complimenting their students on academic progress, and supervisors complimenting their employees
on tasks well done. To optimize the CRs among SSIs within these conversational settings or any others,
it is essential to better know the identity of the compliment recipient, and how they would likely respond
to a certain compliment based on its syntactic and morphological features. Such prior knowledge would
help to create more mutually beneficial complimenting environments, even benefitting people who lack
a background in linguistics.
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